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Objectives
• Consider how social injustice impacts health

• Discuss the role the healthcare system has had in 
perpetuating societal injustice

• Take on social justice as a professional 
responsibility for healthcare providers

• Discuss pathways for healthcare providers to 
fight for social justice
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All social primary goods – liberty 
and opportunity, income and 
wealth, and the bases of self-respect 
– are to be distributed equally 
unless an unequal distribution of 
any or all of these goods is to the 
advantage of the least favored

-John Rawls, A Theory of Justice
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http://agentsofgood.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Equality-vs-Equity-Illustration3.jpg

UN Declaration on Human 
Rights - 1948

• Everyone has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the health and well-
being of himself and of his family, including 
food, clothing, housing and medical care and 
necessary social services, and the right to 
security in the event of unemployment, sickness, 
disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of 
livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.
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Alma Ata Declaration - 1978

• Health, which is a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being, and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity, is a 
fundamental human right, and the attainment 
of the highest level of health is a most important 
world-wide social goal whose realization requires 
the action of many other social and economic 
sectors in addition to the health sector.



BBS2019 Presenter Slides ‐ Social Justice and 
Medical Care

1/24/2019

Cordelia Stearns, MD, Medical Advocacy & 
Outreach (MAO) 7

How are we doing?
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Health implications of economic 
injustice

• Being poor is terrible for your health

• Wealth buys health

Health, Income, & Poverty, Health Aff Policy Brief, Oct 2018
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Life expectancy for 40 year olds by 
household income

Chetty et al, JAMA 2016

Life expectancies in black and white
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Racial disparities

• Equalizing mortality rates of whites and African-
Americans would have prevented nearly 
700,000 excess deaths from 1991-2000

• Medical advances prevented 175,000 deaths 
over that same period

AJPH 2004; 94: 2078-2081

Maternal and infant outcomes by race

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, NPR Allison Hurt
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Childbirth in Alabama
• Worst place in US to have a baby
• 29 of 67 counties with OB
• Half of mothers drive more than an hour for care
• Black women and babies 3x more likely to die 

than whites in Alabama 

How does education change things?
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Ok, but how is this our fault?

Medical history
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Tuskegee – not history

• Outcomes, trust in health system, and life 
expectancy diminished with proximity to 
Tuskegee

• Reduced life expectancy among black men by 
over a year

Alsan and Wanamaker, National Bureau of Economic research, 2017 

Physicians groups and racism
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Percent of white medical trainees with 
false beliefs about racial differences

Hoffman et al, PNAS 2016

Unequal treatment

• Physicians underestimate pain of black patients 
compared with white patients

• Students/physicians with more false beliefs 
show more bias in pain management

Goyal et al, JAMA Peds, 2015; Hoffman et al., PNAS 2016
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CYSTIC 
FIBROSIS

SICKLE CELL

NIH $2700 $867
Foundation $69,177 $72

Trials 130 137
Cases 1,000 300,000

Axios, July 2017
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Ionnidis, J Clin Epi, 2016

Actions that 
would help 

health system Actions that 
produce profit

In whose pocket?
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Hadland et al, JAMA Network Open, 2019
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The medical profession must 
promote justice in the health care 
system, including the fair 
distribution of health care resources. 

Physicians should work actively to 
eliminate discrimination in health 
care, whether based on race, gender, 
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 
religion, or any other social category

-ABIM physician charter

This is our job – so how do we do it?

• Daily practice

• Who we train/how we train

• Using our voices
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Combatting 
Bias

Individuation

Stereotype 
replacement

Perspective 
taking

Increasing 
contact

Partnership 
building

Fitzgerald and Hurst, BMC Medical Ethics, 2017; Drwecki et al, Pain, 2011; IHI
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We keep making the mistake of 
thinking we are the hosts instead of 
the guests in our patients’ lives

-Don Berwick 
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Who we train - medical education

64% <6%
$180

K

Pop quiz

• In 1978,  3.4% of matriculants to med school 
were black men

• How about 2018?
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Alsan et al., NBER 2018

Taking action

• Build applicant pool

• Admissions with mission

• Structural support for diverse medical student 
trainees

• Mentorship and faculty
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Health Worker Drain

How we train

• Medical schools ranked on research activity, 
selectivity, faculty resources

• What if instead we assessed quality on measures 
that instead addressed our most pressing 
societal problems?
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What do we owe our patients?

Pitfalls

• Poverty tourism

• Mistaking charity for justice

• University derived programs over community 
derived
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Using our voices

• Civic engagement

• Stronger together

• Writing for change

• Health in all policies
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Ratio of social expenditures to health 
expenditures

• Decreased infant mortality

• Increased life expectancy

• Decreased potential life years lost

Bradley et al, BMJ Quality and Safety, 2011
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JD Crow, Alabama Media Group

Social services improve health

• Earned Income Tax Credit

• Housing initiatives

• Supplemental nutrition assistance program

• Early childhood education
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Health In All Policies

Incarceration – HEALTH issue
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Environmental Justice – HEALTH issue
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The five essential questions

• Wait, what?
• I wonder…
• Couldn’t we at least..
• How can I help?
• What truly matters?

Dean James Ryan, HGSE

Thank you! 

• Let’s talk 


